N OCCUPATIONAL health service is an essential hospital operation. The program is designed to deal constructively with the health of the employees in relation to their work. The occupational health service is staffed by physicians, nurses and clerical personnel, with the other competencies available as consultants. The objectives of a hospital occupational health program are twofold. These relate to employees and to the patients.
The first objective is to safeguard the health of all hospital employees from the health hazards arising from their work. To achieve this, a program of accident prevention, and a program of environmental controls and prevention of spread of infection and disease are planned and carried on. The second objective is to promote the health of all employees. This is achieved by means of job placement and interval examinations, immunization programs, and medical care including rehabilitation for all work-connected injuries and illnesses, health and safety education programs and a counseling service that motivate employees to work in a safe manner and to protect and promote their own health.
Because a hospital is in business to serve the needs of patients, a hospital occupational health program, unlike those planned for other types of Workers, has an additional objective. This is to safeguard the health of all patients by assuring that all Workers are fit for duty.
It is this dual responsibility, that of safeguarding the health of employees and of patients, that makes an occupational health program an essential hospital Service. To fulfill the three objectives, adequate administrative and financial support and a staff of pr.epared professional personnel are required. A hospital occupational health program is a managetnent responsibility and should be considered an essential cost of doing business. The administrative Control comes from the office of the administrator. The medical direction comes from a physician who has an assigned authority with adequate time to carryon the responsibility of providing medical direction for the program and to do those activities that only a physician may do.
I would like to discuss the two areas of consideration: (1) The key role played by the occupational health nurse in a hospital employee health service and reasons why this role is so important; and (2) how the roles of other key nurses in the hospital support and relate to the occupational health program.
Must Be Self-Motivated
The head nurse of a hospital occupational health program has a position that is of the magnitude of importance of that of an assistant director of nursing service or of a supervisor of a major unit. This level of importance should be given to the position because of the decisions that the nurse must make, and the information about employees to which she has access. This nurse must be one who is selfmotivated, and one who is able to evaluate her own performance. Occupational health is essentially a team effort. Success depends upon the ability of the several members to join forces and to work for a common result. The nurse member of this team frequently is the only member who works full-time. Effective practice requires that she function as a nurse and not usurp the role of the physician and the engineer. The nurse in the occupational health unit must be recognized by her actions as one who knows what she is doing. She must establish a reputation for being trustworthy and able to handle health and personal information confidentially. Her ability to size up the situation and to make decisions is most important. For example: the nurse from a pediatric unit who has a sore throat mayor may not be fit for duty. Policies and procedures developed in cooperation with the physician state when throat cultures are to be taken, when the worker must be seen by a physician, when the employee may not return to work, and what medication, if any, can be given. This is the framework within which the occupational health nurse works and work within these she must.
A nother example is the care that is required when an unhappy young woman comes to see the nurse about her unwanted pregnancy. Great skill is required for she must help this young woman and respect her confidence. The nurse must make sure that the environment in which the employee works is safe for both the worker and her unborn child. Occupational health requires that the nurse give the kind of nursing care that I think Miss Nightingale had in mind when she said, "Nursing is not only a service to the sick, it is a service also to the well. We have to teach people how to live."! The role of the occupational health nurse in a hospital employee health service is just that. She is at times a teacher of health and safety, on many occasions a counselor, one who helps people sort out and make plans and solve personal and family problems. At other times, she is a clinical nurse giving care to those workers who have compensable injuries and diseases.
Effective occupational health programs are those . that are planned to serve the health needs of the personnel and those that fit into the environment of the workplace. The staff of a modern hospital includes highly prepared technical and professional personnel, many of whom are in short supply. At the other end of the labor spectrum are those selected from the unskilled labor market. There are those who do the menial tasks of washing pots in the kitchen or sheets in the hospital laundry. Those from both ends of the spectrum are important. Each has his or her role to play in meeting the hospital's objectives of optimum patient care.
Environment Is Varied
The work environment of a hospital for many personnel is that of the patient care unit; for those people working in the dietary department, it is that of a food preparation industry and that of a restaurant. For the maintenance personnel, it is similar to that of a machine shop or power plant. For those working in the operating room, the pharmacy or a laboratory, the environment is often that of a chemical industry. In addition, the hazards spill over; for example, from the isotope laboratory or the pharmacy to the patient care unit, and in reverse from a contaminated patient care unit to the laundry or to dietary workers handling contaminated linen or dishes. There are the hazards associated with incorrect lifting of patients or equipment, the injuries resulting from falls when unsafe procedures are used to reach equipment stored on a shelf, or when connecting a patient's radio. A hospital is not always a safe place to work and to make it safe requires that everyone knows about safety practices and is encouraged to think and act "safety first." 8 There are other less obvious hazards and these are the ones that are peculiar to the patient care unit. In this work environment, for example, a young woman in her first trimester of p regnancy may be exposed to German measles, which may affect her unborn child if she is not immune to the disease. Staphyloccal infections are a major problem for which the best safeguards are constant vigilance, expert housekeeping, and isolation techniques simple enough for all to understand and follow . The number of hospital personnel who have acquired staphyloccal infections is not known. This occupational disease is one that can be very incapacitating and very difficult to care for . Viral hepatitis is another occupational disease for far too many hospital personnel. Eight cases in a period of 13 months were reported in The Journal of the American Medical Association as occurring in one hospital." Especially among student nurses, tuberculosis continues to be a major problem. When graduate nurses or other hospital employees become tuberculosis patients, they may have an occupational disease.
The scope of services of a hospital occupational health program includes medical examinations prior to employment and at stated intervals. A system of records that permits easy identification of problems and continuity of care should be maintained. A program of immunization provides protection against those conditions for which immunizations are available-Jor example, tetanus, smallpox, and influenza. Medical and sj rrgical care for workers with occupational injuries and diseases is essential in a hospital situation, and special emphasis should be placed on rehabilitation. If the program is to be a comprehensive one designed to fit th e needs of a modern hospital, the following services mu st be available: counseling for workers who have problems related to their own and their family's health; a referral system that permits the widest possible utilization of the hospital and community re sources; and health and safety education for all with the objective of helping the personnel to know how and to want to work in a safe manner and to know how and to want to maintain their own health.
The nurse assigned to the occupational health unit is involved in all of these. In many of the activities, especially the safety and en vironmental health aspects, she must be knowledgeable, know where and how to get help and how to involve others in achieving the objectives of the safe workplace for all employees who in turn know how to work safely.
